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Abstract

This article analyzes the Quranic intertextuality in the prominent novel "Return to
Panjrud" by the contemporary Russian author Andrei Volos. Relying on the theoretical
framework of Julia Kristeva and Gérard Genette and employing a descriptive-analytical
method, this research addresses the primary question of how the author has integrated
Quranic narrative elements and themes into the literary and philosophical structure of his
work, and what functions these elements serve. The key findings of the research show
that Volos has utilized the holy text on two main levels. On the overt level (partial
negation), he uses direct quotations of verses and allusions to Quranic figures for
characterization, creating a spiritual atmosphere, and providing historical validation for
the narrative. On the deeper, implicit level (parallel negation), the author creatively
reimagines the central themes of the stories from Surah Al-Kahf—particularly the stories
of Khidr and Moses, the Companions of the Cave, and Dhul-Qarnayn—to explain
fundamental concepts such as divine justice, destiny, spiritual migration, and the model
of a just ruler. This multi-layered intertextual engagement ultimately leads to the creation
of an image of a "spiritual East" and solidifies the novel's monotheistic worldview,
presenting the work as a bridge between Russian literature and the spiritual heritage of
the Islamic East.

Keywords: Andrei Volos, Return to Panjrud, Quranic intertextuality, Julia Kristeva,
Gérard Genette.
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Literature review

1. Introduction

The engagement of Russian literature with the East and Islamic themes possesses a
deep historical lineage, traceable to the 15th century with Afanasy Nikitin’s Journey
Beyond Three Seas, which first directed the Russian gaze toward Iran, Turkey, and
the Arab world. Over the centuries, this fascination evolved, accelerating
significantly in the 18th and 19th centuries through the works of literary giants such
as Alexander Pushkin and Mikhail Lermontov, who utilized the Quran and Islamic
motifs to explore new artistic frontiers and challenge Eurocentric narratives.
However, contemporary Russian literature of the late 20th and early 21st centuries
has witnessed a profound shift: a "return" to the East as a source of spiritual heritage
and philosophical inquiry.

Andrei Volos, a contemporary Russian author born in Dushanbe, stands at the
forefront of this movement. Occupying a liminal space between the Russian world
and the Persian-Tajik civilization, Volos possesses an internal understanding of the
East. His novel, Return to Panjrud, exemplifies this cross-cultural dialogue. The
novel reconstructs the life of Rudaki, the father of Persian poetry, blending
historical realism with myth and mysticism. While the novel draws upon classical
historical sources like The History of Bukhara and Siyasatnama, the Holy Quran
serves as a pivotal, foundational text within the narrative's structure.

The primary problem addressed in this research is how Volos integrates Quranic
elements—specifically verses and the narratives of Surah Al-Kahf (the stories of
Moses and Khidr, the Companions of the Cave, and Dhul-Qarnayn) —into the
literary and philosophical fabric of his novel. The study aims to analyze the
symbolic functions of these intertextual relationships and how they contribute to the
formation of a "Spiritual East" in Volos’s literary universe.

2. Theoretical Framework
This research employs a descriptive-analytical method based on the intertextual
theories of Julia Kristeva and Gérard Genette.

Julia Kristeva’s Concept of Intertextuality: Kristeva posits that no text is an
isolated island; rather, every text is a mosaic of quotations, and every text is the
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absorption and transformation of another. She challenges the notion of a closed text
with a single author, redefining the text as a dynamic network of relations. Central
to this study is Kristeva’s theory of "Triple Negation," which categorizes the
relationship between the "present text" (the novel) and the "absent text" (the Quran)
into three levels:

e  Partial Negation: The most explicit form, where the author quotes the absent
text directly with minimal change. It serves to cite authority or guide the reader.

e Parallel Negation: A middle level where the author absorbs the essence of
the absent text and repurposes it within a new structure. The core meaning remains,
but the context shifts, allowing for creative adaptation.

e Total Negation: The most complex level, involving a complete recreation or
critical dialogue with the absent text, often using it in a way contrary to its original
meaning (though this study finds the Quran is treated with reverence, precluding
"Total Negation" in the sense of subversion).

Gérard Genette’s Transtextuality: Complementing Kristeva, Genette’s
classification of transtextuality provides practical tools for analysis:

e Explicit Intertextuality: Direct quotation or reference (aligned with Partial
Negation).

e Implicit Intertextuality: Allusions and references that require reader
knowledge to decode (aligned with Parallel Negation).

e Hidden Intertextuality: Plagiarism or unacknowledged borrowing (not
applicable in this context).

3. Findings and Discussion
The analysis reveals that Volos utilizes the Quran on two distinct levels: Overt
(Explicit) and Implicit (Parallel) intertextuality.

3.1. Overt Intertextuality: Quotations and Explicit Allusions

In the overt layer, corresponding to Kristeva’s "Partial Negation," Volos
incorporates direct Quranic verses and names to establish historical authenticity,
define character traits, and ground the narrative in a monotheistic worldview.

e  Direct Quotations as Tests of Knowledge: The novel uses Quranic verses to
stage intellectual confrontations. A key example is the scene where a Mullah tests
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Rudaki (referred to as Jafar) by reciting the first part of a verse from Surah Al-
Bagqarah ("Did I not tell you that I know..."). Jafar immediately completes the verse
("...the unseen of the heavens and the earth..."). Here, the "absent text" (Quran) acts
as an absolute authority. Rudaki’s ability to complete the verse without hesitation
validates his character as a scholar and a man of deep faith, contrasting him with the
superficial religiosity of his challengers.

e Atmosphere and Irony: Volos uses direct quotes to construct the cultural
atmosphere of the Samanid era while simultaneously creating irony. In one scene,
the Mullah greedily devours food while asking about a verse. Yusuf, Rudaki's
guide, identifies it as coming from "The 12th Surah, Yusuf." This juxtaposition of
gluttony with the spiritual text highlights the hypocrisy of the religious elite, using
the Quran (the text of truth) to expose the falsehood of the character.

e Ideological Foundation: The author frequently quotes verses regarding
divine justice, the separation of believers and non-believers (Surah Al-Hajj), and the
prohibition of despair (Surah Yusuf: "Do not despair of the spirit of Allah"). These
citations are not merely decorative; they function as "Partial Negation" where the
novel completely submits to the authority of the Quran to articulate its philosophical
stance on hope, free will, and the ultimate judgment of God.

e  Explicit Allusions to Figures: The novel makes frequent explicit references
to names like "Joseph" (Yusuf), "Khidr," and "Dhul-Qarnayn." These are not empty
names but semantic containers. For instance, the mention of Surah Yusuf evokes
themes of betrayal by brothers (paralleling court intrigues against Rudaki), the test
of patience, and the eventual triumph of divine will. Similarly, explicit mentions of
Khidr frame him as the patron saint of the common people and the guardian of
travelers, preparing the reader for the deeper, implicit themes of hidden guidance.

3.2. Implicit Intertextuality: Recreating Quranic Narratives

The profound depth of Return to Panjrud lies in its "Implicit Intertextuality" or
"Parallel Negation." Here, Volos absorbs the core narrative structures and
theological concepts of Surah Al-Kahf and reimagines them within the plot of the
novel. The novel becomes a parallel text to the Surah, exploring the same
fundamental questions of existence.

e  The Paradigm of Khidr and Moses (Divine Justice and Theodicy):
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The central philosophical tension in the novel is the conflict between human
understanding of justice and Divine Will. This mirrors the Quranic encounter
between Moses and Khidr (Surah Al-Kahf: 60-82), where Khidr commits
seemingly unjust acts (scuttling a ship, killing a boy) that are later revealed to be
acts of ultimate mercy and wisdom hidden from Moses.

Volos recreates this paradigm. Rudaki, like Moses, is a seeker of truth who has
suffered seemingly senseless tragedies-blindness and fall from grace. Throughout
the novel, events that appear cruel or random are hinted to have a hidden divine
logic. The novel explicitly retells a story similar to the Khidr narrative where a blind
man is accused of theft to save a boy, illustrating that human justice is flawed and
limited. By weaving the "Khidr archetype" into the narrative, Volos suggests that
Rudaki’s suffering is part of a larger, incomprehensible divine plan, transforming
the novel into a meditation on theodicy.

e  The Paradigm of the Companions of the Cave (Spiritual Migration):

Rudaki’s journey from the corrupt capital of Bukhara back to his birthplace,
Panjrud, is structured as a spiritual migration (Hijrah), mirroring the story of the
Ashab al-Kahf (The Seven Sleepers). The Companions of the Cave fled a corrupt
society to preserve their faith in a cave. Similarly, Rudaki is forced to leave the
intrigue-ridden court of the Samanids.

This intertextuality is cemented by the presence of a dog named "Qarmat" who
joins Rudaki and his small band of travelers. In Islamic mysticism and literature, the
dog of the Seven Sleepers represents the transcendence of animal nature through
companionship with the righteous. Qarmat’s loyalty and presence in Rudaki’s
journey elevate the trek from a physical expulsion to a spiritual ascension. The
group—Rudaki, his guide Sher-Afkan, the false poet Sanobar, and the dog—becomes
a reflection of the Sleepers, seeking truth and sanctuary away from worldly
falsehoods.

e  The Paradigm of Dhul-Qarnayn (Power and Responsibility):

The novel engages with the figure of Dhul-Qarnayn (Surah Al-Kahf: 83-101) to
critique political power. In a dialogue between Rudaki and the visionary minister
Bal’ami, the story of Alexander (identified as Dhul-Qarnayn) is recounted. Unlike
the historical Alexander of Greek tradition, the Quranic Dhul-Qarnayn is a model of
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a just, monotheistic ruler who uses power to protect the weak (building the wall
against Gog and Magog) and acknowledges that all power comes from God.

Volos uses this implicit parallel to highlight the deficiencies of the actual rulers
in the novel. The "absent text" of the just Quranic ruler serves as a standard against
which the corruption, vanity, and cruelty of the Samanid court are measured. It
reinforces the novel’s argument that true power lies in humility and justice, not
distinct from faith.

4. Conclusion

The research concludes that the Quran operates as the fundamental "hypotext" (to
use Genette’s term) or the "absent text" upon which Return to Panjrud is
constructed. Andrei Volos does not merely decorate his novel with oriental flavor;
he engages in a deep, structural dialogue with the Holy Text.

Through Partial Negation (Explicit Intertextuality), Volos authenticates the
narrative, grounding the characters in a believable 10th-century Islamic milieu. The
direct quotations serve as markers of wisdom and character integrity.

Through Parallel Negation (Implicit Intertextuality), Volos achieves his most
significant literary feat. By absorbing the narrative arcs of Surah Al-Kahf-
specifically the mysteries of Khidr, the refuge of the Sleepers, and the justice of
Dhul-Qarnayn-he transforms Rudaki’s biography into a universal allegory for the
human condition. The novel suggests that life, like the journey to Panjrud, is a
navigation through events whose true meaning is often hidden (the Khidr principle),
requiring a flight from corruption toward truth (the Cave principle).

Ultimately, the intertextual analysis demonstrates that Return to Panjrud acts as a
bridge between Russian literature and the spiritual heritage of the Islamic East.
Volos moves beyond the "exotic" East to construct a "Spiritual East"-a realm where
the primary struggle is not political, but the eternal human quest to understand
destiny, maintain faith amidst suffering, and find the "Cave" of truth in a chaotic
world. This engagement with the Quran solidifies the novel’s monotheistic
worldview, offering a narrative where divine justice, though unseen, remains the
ultimate governing force of history.
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